Paincakkhandha as the basic concept of Human
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Pancakkhandha, according to Buddhism, is the psycho-physical reality of
human existence. This totality of the human being, as seen from outside, is also
referred to as nama-rupa. The Suttanipata obviously reckons with this totality of

man when it uses the word nama-rdpa in the following.

Sabbaso nama-rdpasmim yassa natthi mamayitam
Asata ca na socati sa ve loke na Jiyyalti.
Sn. v. 950
Whosoever has no notion of | and mine [mamayitam)
with regard to his own visibly identified self [namardpasmim]
He grieves not in terms of what really exists not [asaf4].

He indeed shall never suffer defeat in the world.
Translated by the author.

It is to be appreciated that this study is made from the point of view of a
Buddhist, in an attempt to clarify a vital issue of Buddhist teachings relating to the
phenomenon of human existence. In Buddhism, the genesis of the concept of
Paficakkhandha, like that of the Paticcasamuppada, is traceable to the major
concern of Buddhism, namely dukkha and nirodha, i.e. unsatisfactoriness in the
life of humans and its logical termination [MN.l.140 & SN.IV. 384]. This
termination of the ills of life which is referred to in Buddhism as nirodha or
nibbana [Skt. Nirvana], we wish to indicate at the very outset, does not, in terms
of time space considerations, lie outside the world we live in. Both words nirodha
and nibbana, in terms of their meaning, imply a total, uncompromising negation

of all that is characteristic of the world like birth, decay, disease and death and



hence also of all their derivatives like craving etc. In that sense, nirodha or

nibbana is transcendental [= lokuttaral).

But in this transcendence or in the attainment and reaching of this end, one
does not get to a different plane or region. Physically there is no movement
implied from one area to another. In Indian Upanishadic thinking, terms like sa-
lokata, sa-yujyata, sa-atmaltawhich describe the state of divine union after death,
at different levels, seem to imply a regional difference, i.e. not of the plane of
mortals. Nor is Nirvana separated time wise from the living reality of life, with the
separator of death lying between samsara and nibbana. Concepts of jivan mukia
[released while still living] and videha mukta [released on the separation from the
physical body] are inseparable aspects of release or moksa in the Indian theory

of Brahma-nirvana or union with Brahman.

In our opinion, such concepts of release, of physical disengagement are
completely alien to early Buddhist thinking. Buddhist release in Nirvana or asava-
k-khaya is essentially of a psycho-ethical nature. However, ideas similar to these
are seen wending their way into Buddhist thinking [although we do not know for
what specific reason] and manifest themselves in new concepts like sa-

upadisesa and an-upadisesa in relation to Nibbana.

At ltivuttaka p.38 - 44 these two concepts are presented as part of Buddha
vacana [Vuttam h 'etam bhagavata vuttam arahata ' ti me sutam. Dve’' ma
bhikkhave nibbana-dhatuyo. Katama dve. Sa-upadisesa ca nibbana-dhatu
anupadisesa ca nibbanadhatu.].To the extent that the 'fully enlightened'
[sammadanna-vimutfo] arahant partakes of 'likes and dislikes' [rmanapa '
manapam paccanubhofi], experiences 'pleasure and pain' [sukha-dukkham
patisamvediyati through the exercise of his five sense faculties which are stll
intact, the termination of his raga dosa moha [i.e. his attainment of arahanthood
or Nibbana] is said to be sa-upadisesa nibbanadhatu. Of the latter, i.e.
anupadisesa it is said that in addition to being an arahant of the above type, he

rejoices not in his sensory experience [sabba-vedayitani anabhinanditani.



Therefore they cool off [siti-bhavissanti or wear out.

Men and women of the world and their offspring are seen in their mortal
frames of flesh and blood, striding down the diverse avenues of life. They are
born into our midst, no matter from where they come, even as test-tube babies,
live and die, having completed more or less than three score years and ten. They
receive sensory inputs from the world and assess them and react to them,
successfully or otherwise, to the extent of the culture they have put into their
sense faculties, physically, morally and intellectually. Note the use of Buddhist
concepts like bhavita-indriya [those with developed and cultured sense faculties]
and /ndriya-samvara = indriyesu guttadvarata, i.e. being guarded with regard to

the exercise of sense faculties.

Accepting the reality of this phenomenon of life, let us take a closer look at
these humans. The totality of their being is brought under the Buddhist concept
of Paficakkhandha or Five Aggregates. We admit that they have physical bodies,
gross enough to be perceived by our naked eyes [at least after getting our eyes
tested for defects of vision and getting the necessary corrections made]. From
the new-born babes up to those of ripe old age, all humans are seen to possess
bodies of flesh and blood which are now adequately well known to have had their
origin in the fertilized union of a sperm and ovum [zygote]. Buddhist texts insist
that we owe this body of ours which basically consists of the four great elements
to our parents [catummaha-bhdtiko ayam kayo matapettika-sambhavo]. These
bodies grow, decay and perish in reality, quite independent of 'whether we see
them' or 'how we see them'. In the concept of Five Aggregates, this physical
constituent of life is brought under the very first category of rdpa [rdpakkhandhal,

i.e. aggregate of form or matter.

The next four aggregates which follow seem to jointly reflect their leaning on
the side of mind or mental activities as opposed to matter. They share of the
mental or psychic arena of human life. In their order they are: 2. vedana or

cognitive awareness [= perception in its preliminary stage. We concede that



vedana apparently has a more extended meaning in the the listing of the
Paticcsamuppada where vedana, necessarily impregnated with sasnia, is mature
enough and ready to produce fanha // vedana paccaya tanhal, 3. sanna or
apperception [i.e. more precise sensory identification], 4. sarikhara or formations:
life-activity of the very existence of humans [i.e. both the physical and the
samsara-building psychic momentum which in their turn express themselves
jointly as each one's personality] and 5. vifiriana or consciousness [both as the
agent of the cognitive process of one life-activity and as life-carrier across
samsara, referred to as samvattanika-vififiana or vififiana-sota. See DN.111.105
and MNL.II. 262 ff. respectively].

These five together, i.e. the totality of the khandhas, are looked upon as
being capable of explaining the total phenomenon of human existence within a
single life time, i.e. from birth to death. That is why Bhikkhunt Vajira, in
repudiating Mara's mistaken notion [ditthigatam)] of a' being ' or satto, tells him
that the conventional usage or sammutiof a being is only in relation to the
assemblage of the khandhas [evam khandhesu santesu hoti satto ' i sammuti.
SN. 1.135]. These Five Aggregates, from the moment of their genesis, become
extra-productive by their concurrent activity with the Five Aggregates of
Activation or Grasping [= upadanal. The Living Reality of the Five Aggregates
[Paricakkhandhal is, no doubt, the Activating Agency of the
Parnicupadanakkhandha. [See MN. 1.190. Mahahatthipadopma Sutta for a very
down-to-earth explanation of the five categories of ypadana. Note and study the
following: Yato kho avuso ajjhattikari ceva cakkhum aparibhinnam hoti bahira ca
rapa apatham agacchanti tajjo ca samannaharo hoti. Evam tajjassa
vifilanabhdgassa patubhavo hoti. Yam tathabhitassa rapam tam

rapapadanakkhandhe samgaham gacchati.).

We consider the following observations of the Samyutta to be one of the
finest studies on the subject. [Santi kho devanam inda cakkhu-vififieyya rdpa

iftha kanta manapa piyardpa kamdpasambhita rajaniya. Tar ce bhikkhu



abhinandati abvivadali ajjhosaya titthati. Tassa tam abhinandato abhivadato
ajfjhosaya titthato tannissitam vifiianam hoti tadupadanam. Saupadano
devanaminda bhikkhu no parinibbgyati SN.IV.102. For a broader study of these
same terms abhinandati abhivadati ajjhosaya titthati see Madhupindika Sutta
[MN. I. 109.] Nevertheless, it is to be noted that their activity is not necessarily
and exclusively of one life time. The fourth and fifth items of sankhara and
viniana of the Paficakkhandha, undeniably imply a great deal more than that.
They imply the build up of a life after death and show the necessary and

invariable connection of the present with both the past and the future.

Let us now examine a little further these latter four aggregates which are
grouped under the category of nama. Here we use the term nama as the first
member of the compound word nama-rdpa which is used to designate, or as the
equivalent of saffo = puggalo =being. This equation is more or less the stand
Ekasitiya lokiyacittehi saddhim uppanna vedana vedanakkhandho. Tam-
sampayutta sarfifna safiidkkhandho. Sarikhara sarikharakkhandho. Vininanam
vifinanakkhandho ' ti. Iti rapakkhandho rdpam cattaro ardpino khandha naman ' ti

evam eko paricakkhandhavasena nama-rdpam vavatthapeti. \ism. 590].

In support of this identification of the totality of a being in the concept of
namardpa we would refer to Sn. v. 950 [already quoted above] where the
entertaining of notions of | and mine with regard to oneself [i.e. the visible
physical reality of the humans] are spoken of as shades of egoistic attachment to
namardpa [i.e. namardpa = selfl. Sabbaso ndmardpasmim yassa natthi
mama3ayitam Sn. v. 950 The Commentary on the above clearly explains this
egoistic attachment when it says mamattakaranam mama idan ' ti gahitam va .
[Sn.A. Il. 568]. The error of looking upon a selfhood in this manner is further

reiterated in the Dhammapada, using nama-rdpa as its basis.

Tam nama-rdpasmim asajjamanam

akincanam nanupatanti dukkha. Dhp. v. 221



In the verse above, nama-rdpasmim asajjamanam means ' he who sinks not
in the mire of nama-rdpa' [i.e. mistaken notion of selfhood]. What strikes us here
as important is the totality of the concept, taken collectively to mean the person
or personality, where it is unfortunately grossly overestimated at times to be
something with which many other things could be associated [as in mama idan ' ti
gahitam referred to above]. This is why right estimation of personality is vitally
important in Buddhist thinking. But we notice that the Dhammapada Commentary
on the above [Dhp.A.lll. 298] splits nama-rdpa in this context to its various
constituents like rgpa, vedana etc. and handles them severally. We think it is

both uncalled for and misleading at the same time.

But in contexts like the Paticcasamuppada where namardpa as a single unit
is used in combination with vifinana [as in namardpapaccaya vififianam and
vifinanpaccaya namardpam at DN.II. 56], we have to concede that the term
namardpa necessarily connotes something less than the totality of human
personality, for in such contexts it has to be necessarily in combination with
viinana as its constant companion, mutually dependent on it [...eftavata vattam
vattati itthattam panriapanaya yadidam namardpam saha vifirianena DN. II. 63 f.].
Therefore we feel that the division of the Five Aggregates of the Paiicakkhandha
into two divisions of 1. rdpa and 2. nama, submerging as it were the above
referred to vitally important factor of vififiana under nama is extremely

misleading.

This would invariably lead to a callous disregard of vifiiana as a samsaric
factor. In its place probably came the cuti-citta and patisandhi-citta as the
important connecting links of the life-chain series. These ciftas apparently robbed
vifinana [as samvattanika-vifinana and vifinana-sofa) of its vitality and its ethical
vibrancy. These cittas, with their transparencies of emotional trusting and
emotional liking [saddha-mattam pema-mattam . See MN.1.142] as in the case of
Matthakundali of Dhammapadatthakatha [DhpA. Vol. |. Part I. pp.20 ff.] became



the sole determinants of quality of life after death.

If we accept the Paiicakkhandha concept of 'being' as adequately
representing both the present life phenomenon of existence here, as well as its
continuance hereafter [i.e. /dha and pecca], then we have to give this fifth
aggregate of vifiiana [or vififianakkhandha) additional stature. In some part of
itself, it must be the product or outcome of sarikhara which necessarily have to
precede it [as in sarikhara-paccaya virinanam). Hence its position in the series as

the fifth, following sarikhara as the fourth is totally justified.

But we believe vifiiana in the Five Aggregates series has another important
role to play. It has also to be the agent of cognition. This is referred to as ' the
appearance of the relevant segment of consciousness ' in the
Mahahatthipadopama Sutta: fajjassa virinanabhagassa patubhavo.[MN.1.190 f.]
Its production is described as folows: Yafo kho avuso ajjhattikari ceva cakkhum
aparibhinnam hoti bahira ca rapa apatham agacchanti tajjo ca samannaharo hoti.
Evam tajjassa vifinana-bhagassa patubhavo hoti. Ibid. It means: Functionally
one's own eye is not damaged. Material objects of the world outside come within
the range of the eye. A resultant link takes place. The segmented consciousness
or relevant vififiana [vifinanabhagal presents itself. It is this cognitive process,
with the aid of a segmented viririana for each of the sense organs, which leads to

the production of each one of the five upadanakkhnadha.

It is one's attachment to or detachment from them which controls the extent
of dukkha to which one is subject. These upadanakkhandha are no more and no
less than the personalized quantum of the common property of paricakkhandha.
The paricakkhandha or Five Aggregares are, to a greater or lesser degree, the
common property of all beings who go through the samsaric life process. They
are produced out of the four great physical elements [catummahabhditiko), via
parental contribution [matapettikasambhavo] of the sperm and the ovum. We
have already referred to their being strung together, at the point of origin of life,

together with the individualized and personal samsaric vi/ifiana. Therefore



vifiiana must also necessarily have a place and a function before our reckoning
of sarikhara in the listing of the Five Aggregates to play the role of cognitive

agent and to make thereby the Five Aggregates finctionally alive.

Now we are left with two more items of the Five Aggregates for further
examination. They are nos. 2 and 3 in the series, vedana and sarifia respectively.
We have already sensed a successive sequential order in this Paficakkhandha
listing. The completion of the cognitive process in the human mind, starting with
the reception of the stimuli through the sensory organs like the eye etc. is clearly
discussed in the Madhupindika Sutta [MN. 1. 111 f] with clarity and precision.
Discussing the phenomenon of seeing with the eye, it details out as follows. 'With
the eye and an object of vision being brought together, the eye-consciousness is

alerted. The three together bring about an impacting [phasso).

This brings about the basic and initial cognitive awareness' [phassa paccaya
vedand). It seems no more than a vaguely felt awareness, still lacking in precise
identification. Precise identification is sarjanati, the activity of which the
Aggregate theory introduces with sa/i/ia. Thinking about comes after
identification. Thinking about produces all the involvement in responsive life
activity of the being in the world he lives [ Cakkhuri ¢ ' avuso paticca rdpe ca
uppajjati cakkhu-virinanm. Tinnam sarnigati phasso. Phassa-paccaya vedana.
Yam vedeli tam sanjanati. Yam sarnjanati tam vitakketi. Yam vilakketi tam
papariceti. Tatonidanam purisam paparicasanna-sankha samudacaranti
atitanagatapaccuppannesu cakkhu-vifineyyesu rdpesu. loc.cit.]. We feel the
Madhupindika Sutta makes a precise description of the life activity of the

Pancakkhandha, i.e. of the human individual.

The Five Aggregates together constitute the fathom-sized body or vyama-
matta-kalebara which in turn is identified as the /oka or ' world of each one ' [/oka
= world]. The Buddhist texts are also careful to refer to this human body as
possessing sentiency and consciousness [saririimhi samanake SN. 1.62.]. In

Buddhism, these are not regarded as the work of an extra or external agency



resident within the physical body of man [like the thumb-sized man resident in
one's heart = arigustamatrah purusah hrdaye sannisinnah). Therefore most forms
of Buddhist spiritual culture invariably instruct the disciple who is pursuing the
path with regard to the correction of attitude to selfhood. This error of selfhood-
vision is concisely summed up under sakkaya-ditthi. The unreality of a self within
these [or in any one of these] five aggregates is insisted on and the disciple is
required to culture his vision on these lines. Such a bhikkhu commences with the
non-fulfillment of gratification [n/bbida] with regard to any of these aggregates
which collectively constitute the so-called person, variously reckoned as | or

another.

SN.111.40 ff. identifies this kind of purged or purified attitude to life as the real
religiousness of a monk who wishes to live in accordance with the teachings of
the Buddha: [Dhammanudhamma-patipannassa bhikkhave bhikkhuno ayam
anudhammo hoti yam rdpe nibbida-bahulam vihareyya...vedandya....vifnane
nibbida-bahulam vihareyya.]. From and through this cautious attitude of
detachment [nibbida or non-gratifying] one gains a fuller awareness with regard
to the reality of these [parijanati = acquires comprehensive knowledge]. This
degree of knowledge is always believed to be coupled with a willingness to let go
or relinquish [= pahana-sariia). It is this quality of knowledge and the consequent
relinquishment through it which in Buddhism leads to final liberation [parijanam

parimuccati.

This is the final and real termination of all ills of worldly existence, namely
grief, lamentation, unsatisfactoriness, unhappiness and anxiety [sokehi
paridevehi dukkhehi domanassehi upayasehi], with their physical foundations in
birth, decay and death [jatiya jara-maranena]. A thorough grasp of the facts of
these and a total and precise living in accordance with the way indicated is held
to be the only way out from the turbulence of samsara to the tranquillity in
Nibbana. It is the mishandling of this parica-kkhandha or the infrastructure of life

which results in the production of the parica-upadanakkhandha or Five



Aggregates of Activation or Grasping. It is this 'grasping process' through
upadana which results in the production of samsaric continuance or bhava
[upadana-paccaya bhavo] and Nibbana is recognized as the outcome of non-

grasping or anupada paribbanam.
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